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RESUMO 

 

REBOUÇAS, T. O. C. Efeito do fornecimento de informações para adotantes de 
gatos no vínculo humano-animal e no bem-estar de gatos adotados de abrigos. 
[Effect of counseling cat’s adopters on the human-animal bond and on the welfare of 
cats adopted from shelters]. 2016. 83 p. Dissertação (Mestrado em Ciências) – 
Faculdade de Medicina Veterinária e Zootecnia, Universidade de São Paulo, São 
Paulo, 2016. 
 

 

O tutor é uma parte importante da vida do animal, já que ele determina todas as 

condições de vida do pet. A maioria dos tutores quer cuidar de seu cão ou gato com 

o melhor de suas habilidades, entretanto boas intenções não devem ser confundidas 

com bem-estar adequado na realidade. É importante que mais pesquisas sejam feitas 

para encontrar um método efetivo e barato para educar tutores. Nosso objetivo foi criar 

cinco folhetos e dois vídeos para informar adotantes sobre manejo, comportamento e 

as necessidades dos gatos. Nós os comparamos a outros tutores que receberam 

folhetos desenvolvidos pela Sacramento Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals e a tutores não-informados em São Paulo, Brasil. No momento da adoção, foi 

avaliado o nível de informação dos tutores. Após seis meses, foram medidos o vínculo 

do tutor com o gato, o bem-estar do gato e o acatamento dos tutores informados às 

recomendações fornecidas. Em geral, as pessoas acertaram mais de metade da 

maioria das perguntas do escore de informação, porém algumas perguntas 

apresentaram um número alarmante de respostas erradas. O escore de informação 

estava associado aos tutores possuírem um gato no momento em que respondiam ao 

questionário. Não houve diferença no vínculo tutor-gato e nos escores de bem-estar 

e acatamento entre os tutores informados e não-informados. Algumas perguntas do 

questionário estavam associadas a estes escores e um pequeno número de perguntas 

foi associado entre si. O estudo deixou clara a necessidade de informar tutores 

brasileiros a respeito da guarda responsável, mas não define a adoção como o 

momento ideal para esta conscientização. 

 

 

Palavras-chave: Adoção. Comportamento e bem-estar animal. Conscientização de 

tutores. Gato. Vínculo humano-animal. 



ABSTRACT 

 

REBOUÇAS, T. O. C. Effect of counseling cat’s adopters on the human-animal 
bond and on the welfare of cats adopted from shelters. [Efeito do fornecimento de 
informações para adotantes de gatos no vínculo humano-animal e no bem-estar de 
gatos adotados de abrigos]. 2016. 83 p. Dissertação (Mestrado em Ciências) – 
Faculdade de Medicina Veterinária e Zootecnia, Universidade de São Paulo, São 
Paulo, 2016. 
 

 

The owner is an important part in an animal’s life, as he/she determines all the pet’s 

living conditions. The majority of owners wants to look after their cats and dogs to the 

best of their abilities, but well-meaning intentions should not be confused with good 

welfare in reality. It is important to conduct more researches to find an effective and 

non-expensive method of educating owners. We aimed to create five pamphlets and 

two videos to inform adopters about cat’s handling, behaviors and needs. We 

compared them to others owners that received pamphlets made by Sacramento 

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and to non-informed owners in São 

Paulo, Brazil. At the adoption, we assessed the level of owner’s information. After 6 

months, we measured the owner’s attachment to the cat, the cats’ welfare and the 

compliance of informed owners with the advices given. In general, people got right 

more than half of each answer in the information score, although some questions had 

an alarming number of wrong answers. The information score was associated with 

owners already having a cat in the moment they were answering the questionnaire. 

There was no difference in the human-cat attachment, welfare or compliance scores 

among the informed e non-informed owners. A few questions in the questionnaire were 

associated with such scores and a small number of questions was associated with 

each other. The study emphasized the need to inform Brazilian owners about 

responsible ownership, but did not define the adoption as the ideal moment to counsel 

owners about this. 

 

 

Keywords: Adoption. Animal behavior and welfare. Cat. Counseling owners. Human-

animal bond. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Although humans usually benefit from the relation with animals, the same is 

not always true to the animal (SHORE; DOUGLAS; RILEY, 2005). This can be 

changed in many owner-companion animal relationships, aiming to provide a better 

environment for the cat or the dog express their full necessities and to improve the 

human-animal bond, through some adjustments in the relationship. 

 The owner is an important part in the animal’s life, as he/she determines all 

the pet’s living conditions (HEIDENBERGER, 1997). Having an owner can ascertain 

that the cat or the dog has a good nutrition, a comfortable place to rest, its vaccines 

are updated and there are opportunities to play, besides the chance to be patted when 

the animal wants and to have individual human attention. These are some of the 

reasons that animals are much better when adopted by responsible owners, despite 

most shelter efforts to maintain the welfare of the animals under their responsibilities. 

 The adoption of the animal is all that a shelter wants, but it can have some 

cons. The process must be serious, and people should be made aware that it is not a 

random distribution of animals, but an established program that foresees attitudes the 

new owners have to assume so cats and dogs are not submitted to suffering or 

relinquishment (LAGES, 2009). The adopter should be oriented about the 

responsibility associated with his/her acquisition (ALVES et al., 2013). 

 If these attempts fail, the pet can be returned to the shelter or abandoned. The 

relinquished cat or dog can breed freely if not previously neutered and there are other 

problems associated with the animal’s welfare, as a cat or a dog in the street can be 

hungry, thirsty, or exposed to abuse (ALVES et al., 2013). Even in a shelter, the pet 

will have its welfare compromised by the absence of its “owner” (DYBDALL; 

STRASSER; KATZ, 2007), showing stress related behaviors depending on handling 

(G. G. Lesnau, personal communication). 

 Some studies attempt to explain the reasons for relinquishment. Salman et al. 

(2000) found that 40% of the dogs and 28% of the cats were surrendered to shelters 

for behavioral reasons. Kidd, Kidd and George (1992) showed that more first-time 

adopters rejected the pet than present or previous pet owners, that rejecters were 

significantly younger than retainers and that a higher percentage of men than women 
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rejected pets. According to Neidhart and Boyd (2002), the causes for cats and dogs 

no longer to be with the adopter were: death of the pet, not get along with others people 

or animals, other reasons related to training and socialization, and time spent with the 

animal. The authors also say that some of these problems could be solved by providing 

more information before adoption. 

 There are more studies with dogs about behavior, relinquishment, adoption 

and the human-animal bond (ZASLOFF; KIDD, 1994). However, science is now 

starting to establish what cats need and want, from their own perspective (WENSLEY, 

2008), although many cat owners still do not have access to this new knowledge, 

especially converted into words that they can understand and trust. 

 Many owners still thinks that a cat is a little dog, which results in the cat’s needs 

not being met until it exhibits disturbing signs that attract the owner’s attention. 

Consequently, the cat can have a number of behavioral problems, or the owner can 

see his/her cat as an unfriendly one. This will influence in the way the cat is treated 

and may end in relinquishment (SHORE; BURDSAL; DOUGLAS, 2008; ELLIS et al., 

2013), as exemplified by Sherman and Serpell (2008) that urine marking can lead to 

cat relegation to the outside, re-homing, or euthanasia. 

 A common situation is when the owner sees normal cat behaviors as abnormal 

(JONGMAN, 2007), i.e., a behavior that is part of the normal cat repertoire, but occur 

in a place or context that is unacceptable to the owner (CASEY; BRADSHAW, 2008a). 

Owners who do not understand the motivational basis for the behavior, attributing 

“spiteful” intentions and punishing the animal (COMPANION ANIMAL WELFARE 

COUNCIL, 2009), often make the situation worse.  

 Reasons for the behavior can be explained to give the owner a different 

perspective on the problem, leading to a change in the owner’s attitude (CASEY; 

BRADSHAW, 2008a). The lack of knowledge might contribute to unrealistic 

expectations and inappropriate actions in an attempt to solve a problematic behavior, 

and owner education could raise awareness about cat’s needs and natural behavior 

(NEW et al., 2000). 

 The owner can also take attitudes that compromise cat’s welfare, either 

because they do not know their needs or there is a lack of desire in satisfying those 

needs (MIRANDA, 2011; ALHO, 2012). It takes a committed owner to fulfill all the cat’s 

environmental needs, which includes encouraging most of the cat’s natural behaviors 

and behaviors that enrich the pet’s life (ADAMELLI et al., 2005; JONGMAN, 2007). 
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 Another factor that affect cat’s welfare are unpredictable interactions, which 

can lead to anxiety and other issues related to stress (ELLIS, 2009). This happens with 

owners that think, or heard from unreliable sources, that certain situations can be 

corrected with punishment – the result is usually a cat that does not know what to 

expect from its owner. Understanding the unique environmental needs of the cat will 

help to reduce stress, unwanted behaviors, and can affect the owner-cat relationship 

(ELLIS et al., 2013). It will also have impacts in the human-cat bond, which may not 

have been developed or may have been only weakly developed (SHORE, 2005). 

 It is necessary to connect the positive sentiment that the human-animal bond 

creates and use it to motivate behaviors that has positive welfare outcomes to the cat 

(WENSLEY, 2008), as in the absence of the bond there is little motivation to adopt 

improvements to the animal’s quality of life (HAMMERSCHMIDT, 2012). However, 

changing animal care practices by changing the attitudes and the behavior of owners 

is a major challenge (COMPANION ANIMAL WELFARE COUNCIL, 2009). 

 Reaching a point and actually changing attitudes and behaviors can be hard – 

myths and mistaken information can lead to people being averse to change their daily 

practices (IRVINE, 2002). To overcome these obstacles, veterinarians and others that 

wish to educate owners should give advices based on the existing expert knowledge 

and on the newest scientific findings, since understanding the origins of feline behavior 

is important in helping owners to recognize the cats’ behavioral needs (MENGOLI et 

al., 2013). The ignorance of the animals’ needs and false interpretations of behavior 

must be eliminated by careful explanation, not by criticism (TURNER, 1997). 

 There is little information on when these advices should be given to owners. 

New et al. (2000) state that the window of educational opportunity is narrow. Herron et 

al. (2007) say that effective advice could be delivered quickly in conversation and 

increased by written materials, and that the focus should be placed on information 

about pet health and in the human-animal bond success. 

 Under this regard, we aimed to create five pamphlets and two videos to inform 

adopters about cat’s handling, behaviors and needs. Afterwards, we compared them 

to others owners that received pamphlets made by SSPCA (Sacramento Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals), and to non-informed owners. At the adoption, 

we assessed the level of owner’s information. After a time window of 6 months, we 

measured the owner’s attachment to the cat, the cats’ welfare and the compliance of 

informed owners with the advices given.   
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2 LITERATURE OVERVIEW 

 

 

 A recent official national research in Brazil showed that in 2013 there were 

28.9 million of homes with dogs and 11.5 million homes with cats in the country, with 

nearly 52.2 million dogs and 22.1 million cats (IBGE, 2015). In 2012, a research in the 

United States showed that there were 83.3 million of owned dogs and 95.6 million of 

owned cats in the country, with 82.5 million pet-owning households (AMERICAN PET 

PRODUCTS ASSOCIATION, 2013). In the same year, another study showed that 

there were 6 to 8 million cats and dogs entering shelters per year in the US, with 3 to 

4 million pets adopted from shelters and 2.7 million adoptable cats and dogs 

euthanized in shelters annually (NATIONAL COUNCIL ON PET POPULATION 

STUDY & POLICY, 2013). 

 There are not estimates about the total of stray or shelter animals in Brazil and 

no population control method has been proven to lower those numbers. Constantino 

et al. (2015) argues that four approaches would be useful to guarantee population 

management in Brazil: spay and neuter pet population, foment adoption of dogs and 

cats, fight animal relinquishment, and educate the population on responsible 

ownership. 

 

 

2.1  SPAY AND NEUTER PET POPULATION 

 

 

 The increased number of unowned animals is a public health, socioeconomic, 

political and animal welfare problem (SALAMANCA; POLO; VARGAS, 2011). For 

example, cities that do not have effective programs to control overpopulation register 

three times more bite incidents than cities that already have implemented programs 

(GARCIA, 2005). The first attempt to manage the overpopulation in several countries 

dated around 1970s and intended to euthanize all unowned cats and dogs, also as a 

way to control rabies in pets (GARCIA; CALDERÓN; FERREIRA, 2012). 

 A few years later, the experience of several countries showed that the 

euthanasia of healthy animals was not going to solve the problem, as the number of 
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cats and dogs in the streets did not decrease (IRVINE, 2002). The free-roaming 

population is a result of owned animals allowed to roam, pets that have been lost or 

abandoned and reproduction within unowned animal populations (RAMÓN; SLATER; 

WARD, 2010); moreover, euthanized animals were easily compensated by increased 

survival in the remaining population (DALLA VILLA et al., 2010). Indeed, due to the 

difficulties to euthanize a large number of animals in a called “humane” manner, 

euthanasia has been considered an animal welfare issue (DALLA VILLA et al., 2010). 

 Although many countries still employ euthanasia as a population control 

method, in 1990 the World Health Organization (WHO) addressed that isolated 

activities of collection and disposal of dogs and cats were not effective for population 

control. Action should be taken in the causes of the problem: uncontrolled animal 

reproduction and lack of human responsibility as their guardians (WHO, 1990). 

 Under this regard, spay and neuter cats and dogs was one of the first 

measures trying to control the overpopulation. In the US, several strategies to neuter 

pets lowered the number of dogs presented each year to shelters in almost half 

between 1985 and 1994 (MARSTON; BENNETT, 2003). In Brazil, many cities have 

programs to free spay and neuter pets. São Paulo city also has a law preventing intact 

dogs and cats to be sold or donated (SÃO PAULO, 2008a), avoiding them to eventually 

became the source of free-roaming litters. 

 It is also important to educate owners about responsible ownership, 

guaranteeing that the neutered animal stays with that family for its whole life, not being 

replaced by an intact animal, which could reassume the issue (GARCIA, 2001). 

Likewise, understanding the owned population is required, which will provide a 

baseline for designing and implementing interventions to control overpopulation 

(SLATER et al., 2008). 

 Though the public authorities encourage owners to spay and neuter their 

animals, many still believe that animal overpopulation does not have anything to do 

with owned cats and dogs (GARCIA, 2001) or have misconceptions about neutering 

their cats and dogs, especially the males (BRAGA; FERREIRA, 2013). In addition, the 

measures taken to control the overpopulation in Brazil are still ineffective, once the 

growth of the population is higher than the control rates (LIMA; LUNA, 2012), and we 

still need to search for definitive measures to further decrease and solve the problem. 
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2.2  FOMENT ADOPTION OF DOGS AND CATS 

 

 

 Since euthanasia of healthy animals has been proved an ineffective method to 

control overpopulation, the only way shelters have to lower the number of animals is 

to foment adoptions. A good methodology to promote adoptions should be cheap, 

feasible, efficient and would provide animal well-being (LESNAU, 2014). 

 Yet, an adoption can potentially lead to relinquishment or the return of the 

animal to the shelter, and has to be well thought (MARSTON; BENNETT, 2003). The 

owners should be questioned about their attitudes and expectations; and if attitudes 

are neutral and expectations unrealistic, they should receive training in responsible 

ownership (KIDD; KIDD; GEORGE, 1992). 

 Even in research facilities, where occasionally the animals are put for adoption 

at the end of an study, little is known about the adoption processes (DIGANGI; 

CRAWFORD; LEVY, 2006). Digangi, Crawford and Levy (2006) defined as successful 

the adoption in which cats remain in the original homes roughly 3 years after adoption. 

Mertens and Coppola (2012) evaluated placement success based on retention, level 

of satisfaction with the dog and owner compliance with recommendations made at the 

adoption. 

 Other things can affect the adoption process and may have to do with the 

animal, as behavioral and emotional traits or physical characteristics, or with the 

environment where the pet is (GOURKOW; FRASER, 2006). Also, shelters can use 

pre-adoption counseling to help adopters make an appropriate selection (MARSTON; 

BENNETT, 2003). 

 The ultimate goal of shelters is to get their animals adopted by lovely homes 

with families who are committed to the success of their pets (WEISS; GRAMANN, 

2009). In this process, adopters should be educated that the relationship with the 

animal will take time to stabilize and can always be improved (SHORE, 2005), 

encouraging them to learn more about the animal that they just adopted and 

continuously searching for ways to be a better owners. 
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2.3  FIGHT ANIMAL RELINQUISHMENT 

 

 

 According to UNESCO’s Universal Declaration of Animal Rights (1978), the 

abandonment of an animal is a cruel and degrading act and the animal rights must be 

recognized by law (ALVES et al., 2013). In São Paulo state, a law says “The 

relinquishment, by the suffering inflicted to the animal, configures, in theory, an 

environmental crime” (SÃO PAULO, 2008b). 

 Yet, it is a crime difficult to punish and even harder to investigate, having few 

studies in Latin America (ALVES et al., 2013). Garcia (2005) reports that 70% of stray 

animals already had had a house, providing feedback to the overpopulation problem. 

 Some researchers try to ascertain the risk factors for relinquishment to 

happen. New et al. (2000) list as risk factors if the animal had problems with house 

soiling, had damaged things, or was overly active. Marston and Bennett (2003) 

identified the lack of veterinary care as strongly related to relinquishment. 

 A research in Taiwan found that no single set of risk factors substantially 

accounted for the unsuccessful dog ownership (WENG et al., 2006b). According to 

Salman et al. (1998), protective factors against relinquishment of a cat could be reading 

a book or other educational material about feline behavior, providing the animal 

veterinary care, or obtaining the cat as a stray. 

 As for the pets characteristics, more intact, mixed breed and young animals 

(less than 3 years) were abandoned, as well as animals that were with the new owner 

for less than a year for dogs and less than 2 years for cats (NEW et al., 2000). Changes 

in the owner’s life, as divorce, moving domiciles or financial changes, also contributes 

to relinquishment (KENDALL; LEY, 2006). The absence of behavioral problems 

strengthens the relationship with the owner (ADAMELLI et al., 2005). The friendliness 

of the cat can also strengthen the human-cat bond and increase the retention of the 

pet (CASEY; BRADSHAW, 2008b). 

 The environment that the owner provides should offer good opportunities for 

interaction between the owner and the cat, since the human-animal bond is influenced 

by positive interactions (JONGMAN, 2007). Constant contact and daily caretaking can 

increase the companionship between individuals and their pets (GELLER, 2005). 

 The human-animal bond is also important in the decision of maintaining a pet 

(KIDD; KIDD; GEORGE, 1992; SHERMAN; SERPELL, 2008). Recognition of 
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problematic behaviors is critical in recently adopted pets since the human-animal bond 

has had little time to develop and the owner may not be committed to the pet yet 

(HERRON; LORD; HUSSEINI, 2014). The bond might protect some animals from 

abandonment or harm and there is a positive relation between level of attachment to a 

pet and whether the animal went with the family during the transfer of a military man 

or the likelihood that pets were evacuated during a flood (DOUGLAS, 2005). 

 The failure of the bond between the human and their pet is mainly due to the 

lack of knowledge about the animal (GARCIA, 2005). A solution to the problem would 

be to inform owners about the animal’s behavior and needs (TURNER, 1997; 

ROCHLITZ, 1999; MARSTON; BENNETT, 2003; HUNTHAUSEN; LANDSBERG; 

ACKERMAN, 2005; GENARO, 2013), as educated owners may be less likely to resort 

to abandonment (RAMÓN; SLATER; WARD, 2010) and as all variables related to 

relinquishment are modifiable (PATRONEK et al., 1996). 

 Sherman and Serpell (2008) advise that one of the most effective methods by 

which veterinarians can influence the number of animals surrendered to shelters is to 

provide behavioral counseling to their clients. Genaro (2013) says veterinarians should 

minimize the chances of a conflict between the owner and the pet by making the owner 

aware of the animal’s behavioral traits and discussing what they expect from it. 

However, cats relinquished or presented to behaviorists are likely to be the “tip of the 

iceberg” in terms of the general population showing behaviors that are considered to 

be “problematic” by owners (CASEY; BRADSHAW, 2008a). 

 An approach to fight animal relinquishment would be to do an epidemiological 

surveillance of the problem, defining its distribution, identifying all risk groups and 

indicating measures to its prevention (GARCIA; CALDERÓN; FERREIRA, 2012). As 

long as on-going studies about these factors are not concluded, it will not be possible 

to find a definitive solution to the problem. 

 

 

2.4  EDUCATE THE POPULATION ON RESPONSIBLE OWNERSHIP 

 

 

 Responsible ownership is an ethical duty the owner has towards the animal, 

ensuring the provision of its physical, psychological and behavioral needs, with the 

responsibility of preventing hazards that his/her animal can cause to the community or 
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to the environment (HAMMERSCHMIDT, 2012). The education and consciousness 

about responsible ownership are cornerstones in an population control program 

(GARCIA, 2005). 

 It includes the promotion of their physical and mental welfare; the provision of 

basic care as shelter, adequate food, hygiene, affection, exercise, vaccinations, 

deworming and veterinary treatment; as well as restricted mobility (LAGES, 2009). It 

also encourages people to reflect whether or not it is the right time to adopt a new cat 

or dog (LAGES, 2009). It can be easy to apply and to measure – for example, cities 

that microchipped their animals lowered in 60% the number of euthanized animals 

(GARCIA, 2005). 

 Responsible ownership is also important to assure that the animal shows a 

high level of welfare, although most owners normally think that is enough to satisfy only 

the basic needs (SHORE; DOUGLAS; RILEY, 2005; HAMMERSCHMIDT, 2012). It will 

also prevent environmental contamination by the well-assisted cats and dogs 

(GARCIA, 2005; LAGES, 2009), contributing to the concept of “One Health”. 

 Human education is relevant not only to engender more respect for animals but 

also to reduce the incidence of animal abuse due to ignorance (PODBERSCEK, 19971 

apud ADAMELLI et al., 2005, p. 91). People’s understandings of what pets are, affects 

how people treat and relate to them (BLOUIN, 2012). 

 However, little has been researched in how or when to educate owner 

population. Irvine (2003) says that interactions between shelter workers and adopters 

provides a window of educational opportunity, that may open briefly. Another research 

pointed out that people caught more information from a health professional than from 

written material (WENG et al., 2006a), showing the importance of the veterinarian as 

a spreader of concepts regarding responsible ownership. 

 Herron et al. (2007) researched if 5 minutes of owners’ pre-adoption 

counseling would increase the success of house-training among dogs in their new 

homes, finding that counseling is a useful owner-education tool in shelters. Gazzano 

et al. (2008) showed that dogs, whose owners were given advice by a veterinary 

behaviorist, behaved differently in many respects, exhibiting less inappropriate 

elimination and aggression toward unknown people or dogs, even when the advice 

                                            
1 Podberscek, A.L., 1997. Illuminating issues of companion animal welfare through research into 
human–animal interactions. Anim. Welf. 6, 365–372. 
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was given to owners of dogs older than 4 months, i.e., outside the sensitive period, or 

to owners who had another animal before. 

 Hammerschmidt (2012) found that lack of care with the dogs’ health was 

explained by the lack of financial resources or by the ignorance of its importance. After 

an educational project with children in elementary school, Guedes (2011) indicated 

that the children’s parents showed an increase in the belief that it was important to 

neuter pets and that the animals could carry diseases to humans, revealing that there 

are many ways to propagate the concepts of responsible ownership. 

 If we want to continue to enjoy the relationships with pets and benefitting with 

them, we must stimulate responsible ownership in every opportunity. Additionally, as 

our knowledge about the human-animal bond increases, adequate measures will be 

established to eradicate many problems derived from overpopulation (SALAMANCA; 

POLO; VARGAS, 2011). 

 To accomplish that, we should begin to look to the animal in a integrate view, 

that is made by its physical health but also by many others aspects for years 

overlooked. We need to view the overpopulation control as connected to the animals, 

to the humans, whether they are owners or not, and to the environment, applying the 

“One Health” concepts to live in a better world. 
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3 CONCLUSION 

 

 

 As the study was conducted with a small population, the results cannot be 

generalized to the entire Brazilian population, but we did gather preliminary knowledge 

about cat ownership in Brazil. 

 There is a necessity to inform Brazilian owners about responsible ownership 

and about animals’ handling, behaviors and needs, subjects that requires to be 

approached by veterinarians, public authorities and non-governmental organizations 

in order to allow owners to build a stronger and more satisfying bond with their animals 

and improve cats and dogs’ welfare. Informing owners about these subjects might also 

help to better address the overpopulation problem. 

 Inform owners with pamphlets or with pamphlets and videos at the adoption of 

a new cat might not build a stronger attachment between the owner and the cat and 

might not increase the cat’s welfare level, but may influence others variables in the 

owner-cat relationship. 
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